Periodic sleep apnea: chronic sleep deprivation related to intermittent upper airway obstruction and central nervous system disturbance.
Periodic sleep apnea may be due to repeated episodes of upper airway obstruction in patients who have a short thick neck and/or large jowls. Apnea due to complete cessation of breathing may occur to a lesser extent. Anaylsis of the sleep electroencephalogram shows that these patients rarely achieve deep sleep and have less stage 1-REM sleep than normal subjects of comparable age. They are chronically sleep-deprived, a manifestation expressed by daytime somnolence, chronic fatigue and often by personality disturbances marked by paranoia, agitated depression and hostility. The definitive diagnosis of this syndrome may be established by monitoring during sleep, the electroencephalogram, measuring abdominal excursions through a mercury-in-Silastic-strain gauge and recording air flow at the nose by means of a thermocouple. As demonstrated by other investigators, chronic hypoventilation during sleep leads to both pulmonary and systemic arterial hypertension, which may produce generalized cardiac enlargement and congestive heart failure. The abnormalities in the periodic sleep apnea syndrome are abolished by establishing a patent airway either through tracheostomy or weight reduction.